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THE UNITED States is one of the largest players in the international agricultural 
market. With the continued growth of its 
agricultural output, the US agricultural 
sector has relied heavily on export 
markets to maintain its competitiveness 
and profitability. In fact, projections 
show the United States will export $137 
billion in agricultural commodities 
in 2020 (Daugherty and Jiang 2019). 
However, the 2018 trade disruptions 
with Canada and Mexico that led to 
a renegotiated, but still unratified 
NAFTA-like treaty (the USMCA) and 
the presently unresolved trade dispute 
between the United States and China 
have adversely impacted US agricultural 
exports (Amiti, Redding, and Weinstein 
2019; Balistreri et al. 2018; Sumner and 
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Hanon 2018).1 Of concern is how such 
disruptions might affect the competitive 
structure of markets. As Balistreri et al. 
(2018) discuss, disruptions to US grain 
exports to the former Soviet Union in 
1980 had long-run impacts on US export 
competitiveness. Likewise, as Chen et 
al. (2019) find, trade disruptions from 
the bovine spongiform encephalopathy 
(mad cow) disease outbreak had a 
severe impact on the competitiveness 
of US beef exports even long after 
markets reopened. Today, Iowa farmers 
are concerned about the long-run 
implications of the trade disruptions to 
exports of major importance, especially 
beef, corn, pork, and soybeans. In 
this article, we discuss a metric of the 
historical export performance of these 
commodities from 1980 to 2018 and 
show that the trade disruptions occur 
at a time when the United States is in a 
particularly precarious position. At the 
outset of the trade disruptions in 2018, 
Iowa farmers faced the most competitive 
markets they had ever faced for these 
commodities. The longer the disruptions 
continue, the harder it will be to regain 
market share in the future.
Consider competition in the 
soybean market. To say that a country 
has a comparative advantage in the 
production of a good is not to say that 
they are the best at producing that 
good. Rather, comparative advantage 
means that a country is better at 
producing that good in terms of 
its opportunity cost of producing 
something else. Even though China can 
and does produce soybeans, the United 
States has a comparative advantage in 
the production of soybeans because 
they can produce a lot of soybeans at 
a lower opportunity cost than China 
currently can. Thus, the United States 
ships soybeans to China and China 
ships, say, cell phones (its comparative 
advantage) to the United States. Both 
countries buy these products from 
each other for less than it would cost 
if they produced all of their own 
 1 The U.S. International Trade Commission’s (USITC 2019) own projections of the overall economic impact of the USMCA on US GDP and US employment com-
pared with the current baseline are an increase of less than 1% each. 
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2 We shall leave aside the fact that China is gearing up to produce even more soybeans in the near future. 
3 Chen et al. (2019) discuss the index in more depth.
soybeans and cell phones for their 
respective domestic markets (see 
Balistreri 2019 for a longer discussion). 
If the United States and China were the 
only producers of soybeans, the United 
States would be in a very good market 
position.2 Obviously, the United States is 
not the only soybean exporter—Brazil, 
Argentina, Canada, Paraguay, and the 
Ukraine are also major players. So, what 
we need to know is how does the United 
States’ comparative advantage compare 
with other soybean exporters?
Economics literature commonly 
uses the revealed comparative advantage 
(RCA) index (Balassa 1977; Balassa 
1986) to measure the competitive 
position of a country in the international 
market. We adopt a modified version 
of the RCA index by Yu et al. (2009), 
the normalized revealed comparative 
advantage (NRCA) index, to present the 
United States’ and other top exporters’ 
comparative advantages in the four 
agricultural commodities of interest.3  
A country has a comparative 
advantage in a good if its NRCA is 
greater than zero, and it does not have a 
comparative advantage if its NRCA is less 
than zero. Likewise, NRCA indices that 
are higher or lower than that of another 
country indicate relatively competitive 
positions. The NRCA index allows us 
to study the dynamics of the United 
Figure 1. Beef (top) and pork (bottom) export value (left) and NRCA index (right).
States’ international competitiveness in 
commodities over time.
Figure 1 presents export values 
and the NRCA indices from the top 
exporters of beef and pork. For 
both sectors, major exporters have 
generally experienced steady growth 
in export values since the 1980s. As 
of 2018, the United States has become 
the leader in export value in both 
beef and pork. Export values alone, 
nonetheless, do not necessarily reflect 
the competitiveness of the market. 
The graphs on the right side of figure 
1 show that both the beef and pork 
export markets only became more 
competitive over time (the NRCA 
Source: UN Comtrade Database. 
Note: West Germany data replaces Germany data prior to 1990.  
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Figure 2. Corn (top) and soybean (bottom) export value (left) and NRCA index (right).
Source: UN Comtrade Database.
indices converge). Although the export 
values are high, the United States is 
not as competitive in either pork or 
beef as it used to be. Figure 1 shows 
how the mad cow disease outbreak in 
2003 led to a sharp decline in US beef 
exports (red line). The United States has 
slowly begun recovering its previous 
competitive position in terms of 
comparative advantage—for both pork 
and cattle, the international markets are 
very competitive.
Figure 2 shows corn and soybean 
export values and NRCA indices. In the 
1980s, the United States was arguably 
the dominant supplier of corn and 
soybeans and had a relatively strong 
competitive position. For corn, as the 
industries in other countries started to 
expand, the US comparative advantage 
dropped significantly—Argentina 
and Brazil even surpassed the United 
States when severe drought hit in 
2013. We see a similar story for the 
soybean market with Brazil catching 
up by the 2000s and currently having a 
comparative advantage over the United 
States. The recent China-US trade 
disputes will likely only widen the gap. 
These graphs all suggest the 
United States is entering a period of 
trade disruptions at a time when it is 
facing some of its most fierce export 
competition. Agricultural trade is often 
subject to shocks from trade disputes 
and phytosanitary emergencies. As 
such, a careful design of both domestic 
agricultural policies as well as cross-
country trade negotiations is important 
to maintain competitiveness in the 
agricultural sector. We will explore this in 
future APR articles as more data become 
available, but in terms of the United 
States’ competitive position in these four 
commodities, this may have been the 
worst time to enter into a trade war. 
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